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Abstract  
ICT4D research orients to the empowerment of underdeveloped populations through the 
provision of Internet technologies, with an eye toward technology-supported economic 
development. Any development effort of this sort, however, faces geopolitical barriers to entry. 
In order to technologically enable a population, governmentally sponsored national 
infrastructure initiatives are required and these typically involve outside consultation, economic 
support and direct partnership to succeed. Yet, geopolitical forces may militate against this 
taking place. We consider the contrasting examples of Singapore and Vietnam as instances of 
national information infrastructure initiatives that were attempted and either succeeded or 
failed based upon geopolitical considerations. The result is a cautionary tale for scholars 
interested in ICT4D, in as much as the success of a particular project is dependent not only upon 
technological factors, but political and cultural ones as well.  
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Introduction 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) are essential for economic development in 
developing nations (Ferguson et al., 2013; Gumbo et al., 2012; Kleine and Unwin, 2009; Lin et al., 2015) 
making ICTs perfectly aligned as a strategic asset for potential deployment by governments in support of 
growth and development (Dutta, 2001; Gabrielsson et al., 2006; Jin and Cho, 2015; Png et al., 2001; 
Qureshi, 2011). Integration with the global economy is necessary for economic growth, and this requires 
technology (Kenney et al., 2015; Meso and Duncan, 2001). The governmentally sponsored 
implementation of a nation-spanning technological infrastructure, called the national infrastructure 
initiative (NII), is the key step in realizing this possibility and is used here to describe the beginning steps 
of economic integration with the world of global commerce (Dutta, 1996; Erturk, 2015; Navarra and 
Cornford, 2009).   
The original ICT4D initiative was in response to a concerted millennial drive for technology-based 
development on the part of key NGOs, or Non-Governmental Organizations (e.g., Mansell and Wehn, 
1998), and the term “ICT4D” came to be popularly associated with research on emerging nations seeking 
economic development through technological means (Ali and Bailur, 2007). At the same time, despite the 
popularity of the term, scholars disagree on its meaning which has resulted in much work being anecdotal 
and not entirely conclusive (Brown and Grant, 2010; Meso et al., 2009; Raiti, 2007; Tongia and 
Subrahmanian, 2006).   
As much as $37 billion in a single decade has been invested in various technology projects targeted at 
user-level social improvement outcomes, but this specific focus on putting technology directly in the 
hands of the underprivileged in contrast to promoting governmental infrastructure development has led 
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to many ICT4D programs missing their intended economic goals (Lin et al., 2015). Perhaps this is the 
reason that most ICT4D projects are not successful (Best, 2010; Lin et al., 2015), in view of the fact that 
much ICT4D research focuses on user enablement rather than the development outcome desired (e.g., 
Avgerou, 2010; Kleine and Unwin, 2009).  The focus of much ICT4D research on the digital divide 
problem overlooks the key role that government sponsored NII programs have in achieving national 
prosperity (Ali and Bailur, 2007; Donner and Toyama, 2009).  To that end, a focus on the factors that lead 
to successful NII programs in emerging economy governments is a promising area for ICT4D research, 
and one that provides a focal point on economic outcomes as opposed to technological facilitation at the 
social development level often espoused by NGOs as part of the original millennial goals.  
Nowhere has technology-leveraged economic development been more credible than in Asia, where the 
financial development institutions had a key and visible stake in promoting technology-based economic 
initiatives in the region (Kleine and Unwin, 2009, p. 1048). For example, the so-called “Beijing 
Consensus,” a model discussed in the economic development literature for advancing the economic 
prospects of developing nations (e.g., Asongu, 2014; Ortmann, 2012; Power and Monahan, 2010), is 
emblematic of the state-guided capitalism approach to managing economic outcomes. Although this often 
runs counter to Western sensibilities, it has been successful. Yet, what is now known as the Beijing 
Consensus for state management of economic development is really only a modern characterization of the 
“The Singapore Model” as found in the development literature (Ortmann, 2012). Singapore’s excellent 
success in achieving a state-mediated NII in support of economic development is an exemplary model for 
other emerging economies. In this paper, we consider and compare two notable nations in the region that 
have seen dramatically different outcomes from ICT4D initiatives: Singapore and Vietnam. We attempt to 
explain the opposing results of their ICT4D initiatives by examining the potential effects of geopolitical 
and cultural factors.  
The Example of Singapore and the NII 
A reason that Singapore perhaps had such an easy time engaging in its national information 
infrastructure initiative (NII) may accrue to its geopolitical heritage as an outpost of the British Empire, 
which traditionally used communications technology to manage and facilitate its governance (Kleine and 
Unwin, 2009). Singapore, benefitting from the position as a key British port, enjoyed the convergence of 
undersea telecommunications trunk lines which no doubt springboarded their technological evolution 
toward the eventual nation-spanning infrastructure that made them a working partner with the global 
commerce network of the developed world (Gilbert, 1996; Png et al., 2001). At the same time, while 
geopolitically enabled by the high degrees of governmental authority and population collectivism, 
Singapore also has an uncharacteristically low (for the region) degree of uncertainty avoidance (e.g., 
Hofstede, 2016), particularly as compared to Vietnam (see the Table, below). Hence, Singapore’s success 
with NII and their subsequent economic renaissance can be attributed not only to a strong central 
government, collectivist population and a surprisingly low degree of uncertainty avoidance, but also 
notably to the wisdom of a strong central government to go against type and permit privatization and 
market-driven processes in its telecommunications sector once the nation-spanning infrastructure was 
diffused (Gilbert, 1996; Png et al., 2001). The privatization of the government telecommunications bureau 
is emblematic of Singapore’s NII success. 
The Example of Vietnam and the “Non-NII” 
The leveraging of ICT for economic prosperity and advances in governance are hallmarks of most recent 
accounts of the promise and potential of ICT4D in the emerging world (Lin et al, 2015; e.g., Meso et al., 
2008; Mbarika et al, 2005). The inability of the government to integrate its operational and bureaucratic 
function with ICT4D initiatives is the notable characteristic of key failures in the attempt to leverage 
nation-spanning ICT in support of economic development (e.g, Surborg, 2009). This is typically seen in 
the failure of the government to release the operation of its Post Telephone and Telegraph bureau (PTT) 
to private entrepreneurial operation at the concluding phases of NII mandates. Vietnam did everything 
Singapore did in regard to attempting to fully “wire” the nation in order to jump-start economic 
development via electronic integration with the global marketplace: they formed a relationship with a 
foreign telecommunications consultancy, they mandated adoption of technology among the population, 
and they integrated technology into government operations. However, in the abject failure of the PTT 
privatization step, characteristic of the Singaporean success, Vietnam failed to launch an initiative that 
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had sufficient entrepreneurial capabilities to innovate and attract the necessary FDI and Western 
partnerships for consultation and support (Surborg, 2009).  
 
Table 1. Singapore Compared to Vietnam 1  
Geopolitical Factors 
A key factor of the Singaporean success was the eventual removal of government from the 
telecommunications polity and operations responsibilities, via a dedicated and successful move toward 
market-based privatization of the telecom sector once the government had set the NII in action (Gilbert, 
1996). This geopolitical factor appears to be critical in the success of ICT4D initiatives. Technology and 
ideology are intertwined, with governmental influences readily intruding upon the potential success of 
ICT4D initiatives (e.g., Kleine and Unwin, 2009). Development scholars are concerned with the seeming 
ascendency of a Western model of economic development that imposes unfairly upon the developing 
world (Power, 2010), but at the same time, managed economy approaches under the Beijing Consensus 
rubric have their geopolitical vulnerabilities as well, mostly accruing to the inability of high power 
distance nations to successfully privatize the sector of government most necessary for successful NII in 
support of economic development. To wit, the government telecommunications agency, or PTT.  
Geopolitics cannot be separated from the economic and technical domains of development (Toal, 1994), 
and vast concerns exist about the equity of international development programs in the face of the self-
interest of the sponsoring developed nations (Power and Monahan, 2010; Slater and Bell, 2002). In some 
of the key areas of the world most in need of the economic benefits of ICT4D, colonial histories and 
institutionalized patterns arising from them have hindered the effective diffusion of technologies into 
nations (Kleine and Unwin, 2009).  One of the key areas this applies to is Africa  (Power and Monahan, 
2010), though one of the most prominent failures of a state-sponsored Internet initiative is Vietnam 
(Surborg, 2009), which certainly has its share of geopolitical issues accruing to a colonial heritage.  
In the example of Singapore, the PTT was privatized with the help of direct investment and consultation 
from Western telecommunications service companies, and the resulting market-based entity was highly 
responsive and very innovative in achieving the telecommunications innovations required for integration 
of the national economy with the global business environment (Gilbert, 1996; Png et al., 2001). The 
geopolitics of the Singapore model involve the pragmatic dedication to mandating nation-spanning 
technology infrastructure, on the strength of the convergence of collectivist culture and high power 
distance governance, while similarly drawing in foreign direct investment in partnership operations that 
eventually results in a spin-off of the government telecommunications bureau. The geopolitics of Vietnam 
revolved around the significant power distance between the government and its collectivist population. 
The government’s enduring inability to give up any necessary degree of control over telecommunications 
policy and operation prevented the achievement of the privatization dynamic that made the Singapore 
initiative so successful. As long as the government of a developing nation insists on retaining control of 
the wide area networking required to join global commerce operations, the potential partnership that 
might arise from privatized operations will not evolve and the ability to attract foreign investors to locate 
key business operations in a nation that does not have an open network connection to the outside world 
will be limited.  
                                                             
1 Adapted from http://geert-hofstede.com, and used with permission.  
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Technology is touted as a bridge between global economic and political activities, but research has not 
focused on the policy positions needed to advance the fortunes of the underdeveloped nations in contrast 
to the more prevalent focus on highly specific quantitative studies of the technologies themselves 
(Qureshi, 2015). ICT4D researchers can benefit from considering the geopolitical nuances of the nations 
and regions they study in consideration of the likely success or lack thereof for essential NII projects in 
support of future economic development in emerging economies. The virtuous state approach (Slater and 
Bell, 2002) is prized: technological enablement of self-sufficient sources of production and resulting 
economic productivity for a wired business sector and populace, alike, will arise in situations where 
governments are inclined to permit the telecom sector to privatize. In situations where the 
telecommunications functions is not permitted to evolve to a market-responsive and innovative sector, 
the technological capabilities to join in the global commerce network will not be robust.   
Conclusion 
To this day, Vietnam remains an experiment in action with the goal of full global integration of its 
economic efforts yet to be realized. At the same time, the successful example of Singapore represents a 
viable model for good economic outcomes through careful orchestration of the evolution of NII mandates, 
via privatization of the PTT. The key lesson learned is that Eastern cultural values stand strongly in 
support of quick and effective national mandates of ICT initiatives, to be sure, but that the similar Eastern 
proclivity to autocratic governance, if not abrogated by a transition to Western FDI and consultative 
partnership midway into the ICT4D initiative, will stunt its growth and limit its eventual success. As is 
readily seen in Vietnam’s failed attempt to join the global routing network as an open trading partner 
(Surborg, 2009), technology development is easily abused by governmental decision makers to reinforce 
the position of those presently in power.  
The lessons taken from just this cursory examination are important to explaining the phenomenon that 
can cause an ICT4D initiative that should otherwise succeed to, instead, fail. Geopolitical factors, when 
poorly managed, can trump developmental necessity. And, the ability and willingness of high power 
distance governments to go against type and privatize the PTT function is essential to eventual economic 
success. We suggest that further investigation in this area should take the form of an action research 
intervention with Vietnamese policy makers in order to bring them fuller information about the benefits 
Singapore enjoyed through privatization of its telecommunications function as an aspect of their 
successful NII program.  
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